[Transcranial magnetic stimulation: physiology and applications].
Transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) is a relatively new technique that allows painless activation of cortical motor neurons. In the clinical setting, TMS is primarily used for the investigation of the corticospinal tract in various neurological diseases, being especially useful in the detection of subclinical dysfunction. In addition to the motor cortex, TMS can be applied to examine other structures inaccessible to electrical stimulation, such as the canalicular portion of the facial nerve. In healthy individuals, TMS can be utilized to monitor excitability changes of the motor system in various situations and muscles, providing valuable information to the understanding of the physiology of motor control. Furthermore, TMS can be used to explore interhemispheric connections as well as intracortical inhibitory and excitatory processes both in health and disease. Finally, with the help of TMS cortical maps of the representation areas of muscles can be constructed, giving insight to both short and long-term cortical plasticity and to the reorganisation of the motor cortex following damage to the brain or acquisition of new motor skills.